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in age at debut compared with that of previous Chinese 
generations.12 This decline has occurred in the context of 
a moderation of societal attitudes toward premarital sex, 
which was taboo a generation ago. As discussed earlier, 
sexual intercourse has increasingly become delinked from 
marriage and procreation over the last several decades in 
China, and there is less social regulation of sexual behav-
ior. The respondents in our study population, who were 
born after the “Open Door” policy and economic reforms 
began, have come of age in a relatively permissive sexual 
culture (according to Chinese standards), and this has pre-

sexually experienced at each year of age between 17 and 
24 (Figure 1, page 199). For both genders, living in a ru-
ral area was associated with an earlier age of sexual debut: 
Rural males were less likely than urban males to remain 
virgins at ages 16–22, as were rural females compared with 
their urban counterparts at ages 15–21 (Figure 2). We also 
found regional differences in the proportions of males and 
females who remained virgins: Among males, the cumu-
lative survival rate for ages 17–24 was lowest in western 
China and highest in eastern China, and among females, 
the same pattern held for ages 19–23 (Figure 3).

Using Cox proportional hazard regression analysis (re-
sults available upon request), we confirmed that gender 
was associated with the timing of sexual debut (p<.001). 
When the background characteristics given in Table 3 were 
controlled for, males had a 30% greater risk of experienc-
ing sexual debut than did females within each year of age.

In multivariate regression analysis, family structure was 
associated with the timing of sexual debut for both males 
and females (Table 3, page 202): Within each year of age, 
respondents from intact households with two biological 
parents had a 28–29% lower risk of experiencing debut 
than did those from other family situations (e.g., single-
parent households). A similar reduction in risk was found 
regarding fathers’ educational level: Compared with males 
whose fathers had elementary schooling or less, those 
whose fathers had a junior or senior high school educa-
tion had a 28–32% lower risk of experiencing sexual de-
but. However, having a father with a college education was 
not associated with the timing of debut. In contrast, the 
risk of sexual debut was elevated at higher levels of ma-
ternal education: Males whose mothers were high school 
or college graduates had a 39–40% higher risk of debut 
within each year of age than did those whose mothers had 
no more than an elementary education. For females, those 
whose fathers had a junior high school education had a 
28% lower risk of sexual debut in comparison with those 
whose fathers had only elementary schooling or less.

When respondents’ education was considered, males 
and females who were college graduates had a lower risk 
of having experienced sexual debut within each year of age 
when compared with their counterparts who had no more 
than a junior high school education (by 30% and 40%, 
respectively). Receipt of formal sex education was not as-
sociated with the timing of debut for either gender.

Finally, both residence and region were associated with 
sexual debut. After controlling for other covariates, the risk 
of experiencing debut within each year of age was 19% 
lower for urban males and 24% lower for urban females 
than for their rural counterparts. Moreover, compared with 
males who lived in China’s western region, those living in 
the eastern region had a 32% lower risk of sexual debut.

DISCUSSION

The average age at sexual debut among Chinese 
youth—22.8 years—is higher than the average age typical-
ly found in Western societies, but it represents a decline 

FIGURE 3.  Survival distributions of sexual debut among Chinese youth, by gender 
and region
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